The last exhibition of the Metropolitan Museum's Centennial sets the theme for its activities in its second hundred years. Masterpieces of Fifty Centuries presents works of art of the finest quality in chronological order from the earliest times to the present. This has never been done before by any museum; indeed, only the Metropolitan could assemble such an exhibit from its own collections because it is unique in sheltering under one roof the art of practically every significant culture known to man. The Museum's first century has been devoted to gathering great works of art. This period is now ending. The time has come to concentrate on using the collections, to make them significant in the fullest sense, for the enjoyment and instruction of every visitor.
The exhibition Masterpieces of Fifty Centuries is an attempt to teach this lesson-the enjoyment of art-through outstanding objects from all the Metropolitan's departments. Each statue, painting, jewel is a step in the development of art during five thousand years, and at the same time each is a world in itself, commanding the power to interest and move anyone who is willing to devote time to it. The objects have been arranged chronologically to show what was being done within one period in different parts of the world -an artistic panorama heretofore possible only with books or photographs. The arrangement brings out artistic differences, of course, but it also makes apparent the extraordinary similarities in ideas and feelings of peoples thousands of miles separate from each other, in civilizations thousands of years apart.
This exhibition has been designed to be more than a kind of visual banquet or an art history course sumptuously brought to life. It can be enjoyed as such, but we have tried to encourage you to go further and experience these beautiful things on deeper, less familiar levels. Today we are constantly exposed to artistic fads, and in one way this is an asset: it has bred an open-mindedness to the unfamiliar that stands in contrast to the disdain, even fear, with which new or foreign art has generally been greeted in the past. In another way it is a drawback: we find it difficult to take art seriously, to respect it as something that can stand up to time and passing fancies. Surrounded as we are by reproductions and vast quantities of identical, factory-made objects, we are too numb to feel the magic that a work of art must have conveyed when images were rare. The bison painted on the wall of a cave once made the hunter believe he had power over the animals he sought for food; models of servants at their daily tasks in Egyptian tombs were expected to come to life and serve their master in the afterworld; representations of deity have been worshiped as if they were deity itself. Works of art must then have seemed very much alive, but now this sense of each object as something exceptional and unique must be regained -and it may be your hardest task in going through Masterpieces of Fifty Centuries. But contact with individual works of art is the most exciting experience offered by the exhibition. To enjoy them fully means giving each one complete attention, concentrating on it so that what the eye sees awakens all the other sensitivities. One's initial sensuous feelings then grow into emotions, for a work of art can inspire joy, sadness, awe, the whole gamut of reaction of heart and mind. These emotions are aroused by form, line, color, and texture; how this happens can be perceived but cannot be described with words. Each element has an infinitely subtle quality of its own, different from all others, that contributes to creating the work of art -something new, entirely exceptional, that can never be exactly duplicated. Feeling this through the eyes is living a unique moment with each object. Try to see how this effect has been achieved, how these elements are combined in harmonious relationships so that the object has structure and unity and its individual personality. The way in which this has been done will show the mastery of the artist over his materials and the degree to which he knows how to express himself through them. This is art -the way in which the artist's hand molds his materials so they communicate his ideas and his feelings. This is how an artist can transform horror, despair, fright, even death, into beauty. Perhaps the exhibition will suggest even broader generalizations, such as a fundamental difference in artistic approach between East and West. The West, especially Europe since the influence of Greek civilization, has created works of art to express ideas. These ideas and the form of their expression have usually been clearly thought out. Art's sensuous and emotional appeal is, of course, recognized, but it is conceived of as something that can be analyzed and explained. In the East, sensitivity has always been more important than logic. Man's personality is thought of as being made up of instincts and passions inherited from the most distant past that linger on, waiting to be aroused. The work of art plays a much more personal role: less of a dogmatic statement, it is the means through which the artist communicates his own feelings about a particular subject. The West's basic means of communication is the standardized printed word; in China and Japan calligraphy is an art, expressing an individual's spirit as well as his thought. Further, the Chinese and Japanese enjoy the beauty of fortuitous reactions of matter -of ink splashed on paper, of glaze slipping over clay-as much as the quality it acquires from the skill of the artist's hand.
Of course there have been moments in the West when sensitivity and emotion were important. Religious art, especially during the Middle Ages and Counter Reformation, was used not only to embody religious concepts but also to inspire exaltation in the faithful. The dominance of either intellect or feeling divides artists and cultures all over the world, although today they coexist-with critics often searching for reason where the artist has expressed emotion alone.
As he moves through the exhibition, the visitor will notice how the artist's personality becomes more and more apparent. In the earliest periods each piece seems to represent the style of a whole people or country-partly because so few objects or records remain, partly because the concept of an individual's freedom and importance developed gradually. The way an artist expresses himself through his work, however, can be one of its most fascinating aspects. It can be seen in his choice of subject matter, in what he emphasizes, in what he leaves out. He reveals himself by his way of representing man and woman, though perhaps we come closest to him when he deals with animals or plants, because, less inhibited by the rules of the society around him, he can express himself more freely. Artists, like all men, are attracted to either of two aspects of the world: to the physical, to what they can see and touch; or to the spiritual, to emotions, dreams, intuition. This will be apparent in many subtly different ways: in one portrait we will be struck by the physical appearance of the sitter, another will make us wonder what he is thinking. Some artists want the subject to speak for itself; others are more concerned with technique, from the most painstaking to the most dashing. Virtuosity of execution has always delighted artists and art lovers. Pliny tells how the Greek artists Apelles and Protogenes competed by each paintinga single line on the same panel.This panel was treasured since by the simplest means the painters expressed themselves so completely that their authorship could be immediately recognized.
In the last analysis each work of art is the mirror of a human personality. Its physical character may reflect the time and place in which it was made, but it is the creation of a man who, through it, communicates with the man who looks at it. To enjoy it fully is never easy, but we hope the visitor to Masterpieces of Fifty Centuries will take the time to respond to these works of art and to the artists who created them. We hope he will gain from them a new understanding of other peoples and cultures, and of the artists working today. Maybe he will conclude that there is no "ancient" art, no "modern" art, but simply the same human feelings, constantly recurring, constantly reinterpreted. A sense of human communication and sympathy is the most important experience any exhibition could offer today, to a world that is so quickly becoming smaller and, perhaps, less human. 136 
